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HOME FIRE DEATHS: A PREVENTABLE
TRAGEDY

THURSDAY, JULY 28, 1983

U.S. SENATE,
SpeciAL COMMITTEE ON AGING,
Washington, D.C.

The committee met, pursuant to notice, at 9:35 a.m., in room 628,
Dirksen Senate Office Building, Hon. John Heinz, chairman, pre-
siding.

Present: Senators Heinz, Grassley, Pressler, Chiles, and Burdick.

Also present: John C. Rother, staff director and chief counsel;
Ruth Ann Weidel, investigative counsel; Isabelle Claxton, commu-
nications director; Robin L. Kropf, chief clerk; and Angela Thimis
and Nancy Newman, staff assistants.

OPENING STATEMENT BY SENATOR JOHN HEINZ, CHAIRMAN

Chairman HgiNz. Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. The Spe-
cial Committee on -Aging will come to order.

Today, our committee will begin a hearing on the subject of
“Home Fire Deaths: A Preventable Tragedy.”

Each year, approximately 6,000 people die in about 750,000 resi-
dential fires. A grim comparison, illustrated graphically here, is
that almost as many Americans were killed in cigarette-caused
fires over an 1l-year period as were killed in Vietnam. [See chart
1.] '

Most of these fire deaths are preventable. Today’s hearing will
focus on two measures that can substantially reduce the risk of
home fire death.

Cigarettes are the leading cause of home fire deaths in the
United States. It is an all too familiar story—a carelessly dropped
cigarette smolders in a chair, couch, or mattress, and in a few
hours, tragedy strikes. I would direct your attention to chart 2,
where one can see a variety of causes, approximately a dozen, of
residential fire deaths. Over one-third of residential fire deaths are
caused by smoking, the greatest cause of such fire deaths. The next
greatest cause is heating, accounting for 14 percent of the residen-
tial fire deaths. After that follows a variety of other causes.
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To sum it all up, every day, an average of 16 people are maimed,
burned beyond recognition, or killed by cigarette-caused fires.
Older persons are two to three times more likely than younger in-
dividuals to be victims. Yet, most cigarettes are designed not to
self-extinguish but to keep burning as long as there is tobacco to
burn. For our elderly in ?articular, smoking in bed can be aptly
called “the sleeping death.”

In 1981, cigarettes caused over 2,100 deaths in residential fires,
far more than any other single cause. Of those 2,100 deaths, over
35 percent were persons over age 65. An estimated 40 percent of
those killed in cigarette fires were persons other than the smoker
of the cigarette which caused the fire. Last year, cigarette fires also
caused over 3,800 reportable injuries and over $300 million in prop-
erty loss. So the question is: What can be done?

Today, we shall hear testimony from several distinguished wit-
nesses about a campaign for a fire-safe cigarette, one that will not
tend to ignite most common upholstery, mattresses, or bedding ma-
terials.

We shall also hear testimony about a second and another highly
significant home fire prevention measure—the smoke detector.

Given the disproportionate fire death rate of older Americans
when compared to other age groups, greater home fire safety pre-
cautions are vitally necessary for our senior citizens. Smoke detec-
tors are an inexpensive and highly effective home fire prevention
measure. Yet, in 1980, while two-thirds of the population owned
smoke detectors, less than one-third of those over 65 owned them.
The risk of dying from fire in a home where detectors are installed
is less than half that of dying from fire in homes without the
device. They are even more effective in protecting life when the
fire is caused by a cigarette because of the smoldering time in such
fires. Moreover, the same homes which run the greatest statistical
risk of fire, those with annual family incomes of $15,000 or less, are
those homes least likely to have smoke detectors. Widespread in-
stallation of smoke detectors would cut residential fire deaths
almost in half.

Unfortunately, the Federal Government has not moved to effec-
tively address these problems. No Federal agency currently has ju-
risdiction over the fire safety of the cigarette. Likewise, the Federal
Government’s role has been limited in the promotion of smoke de-
tectors. Today, we hope to explore what the Federal Government
can do in these areas to reduce the tragedy of thousands of lives
needlessly lost in home fires.

I look forward to hearing from our distinguished witnesses but
before I call on them, I want to call on Senator Lawton Chiles of
Florida. Senator Chiles is the distinguished chairman of the Budget
Committee. Before he was the distinguished chairman of the
Budget Committee, he was the distinguished chairman of the
Aging Committee.

Lawton.

Senator CHILES. You promoted me there. The Republicans won
control of the Senate in 1980, and I'm the ranking Democrat. But
maybe in 1984 I will be chairman.

Chairman HEiNz. I hope that was not prophetic, that is true.

Senator CuiLEs. I hope it was.
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Chairman HEeinz. Ranking minority member on the Budget Com-
mittee. I stand corrected.

STATEMENT BY SENATOR LAWTON CHILES

Senator CHiLes. Mr. Chairman, I want to congratulate you on
setting up these hearings. I think the subject of today’s hearing is
tremendously important. We are talking about many avoidable
deaths and about avoidable injuries to many of our senior citizens.
In addition to the deep personal tragedy, those injuries can and
have been very costly to the taxpayers. If we could promote the use
of low-cost but effective smoke detectors, we would be doing some-
thing humane and effective to safeguard and extend the lives of
our senior citizens.

So I look forward to these hearings and proposals to improve fire
protection methods in the homes of the elderly.

Chairman HEeinz. Thank you, Senator Chiles.

I would only add that I know how great an interest you do take
in matters affecting older Americans, and have taken for as long as
I have served on this committee. You had some seniority on me, so
I know it is a longstanding interest.

1 would like to call on Senator Grassley.

STATEMENT BY SENATOR CHARLES E. GRASSLEY

Senator GrassLEy. Well, again, it seems that this committee
comes up with wide, varied, worthwhile, interesting, and different
hearings and from that standpoint, Mr. Chairman, you are to be
complimented for your contributions and dialog on a variety of
issues, this one being no exception.

Of course, this morning we again have a fact-filled brief and
knowledgeable panels to provide committee members and the staff
with useful oversight information, particularly that dealing with
the security and well-being of our citizens.

In preparing for this hearing, I wanted my staff to check with
the Iowa State fire marshal. His comments confirmed all the data
to be found in the overview prepared by the committee.

Mr. Chairman, I intend to see -that this material receives wide
circulation in my State. I know the heightened awareness it will
bring to older Americans will save lives in my State.

I want to thank you and your staff for the fine work they have
done for all Americans in dramatizing the high cost of home fires.
And that is the only thing I will say, Mr. Chairman. I am going to
have to go at 10 o’clock because I have a markup at the Judiciary
Committee.

Chairman HEeINz. Senator Grassley. I thank you very much. We
are delighted to have you here. You have been a member of the
Aging Committee since you first came to the Senate, but it was not
your first service on an aging committee because you served in the
House as well.

Senator Burdick.

STATEMENT BY SENATOR QUENTIN N. BURDICK

Senator Burpick. Mr. Chairman, I too want to commend you for
organizing this hearing today. I think we need to look at the prob-
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lem of home fire deaths among the elderly, and I think this Com-
mittee is an excellent place to do it.

Home fire deaths are a terrible, yet preventable tragedy. We
have made important strides in protecting those in nursing homes
and in similar group homes. In North Dakota, we also have en-
acted strict laws for hotels and motels, but we have not addressed
the problem of private residences, especially those lived in by the
elderly, where the greatest percentage of fire deaths occur.

I might say at this point that North Dakota is now currently con-
ducting a public awareness program about the dangers of home
fires. North Dakota is also drafting regulations to require smoke
detectors in new homes, so we are moving on this front.

The national statistics for home fire deaths among the elderly
are tragic, but I am sorry to say that the statistics for my State of
North Dakota are even worse. About 12 percent of our population
is elderly, but older citizens account for nearly 33 percent of the
deaths caused by home fires in our State.

I think- this problem is going to.become more critical as we
expand home health services. The North Dakota Legislature just
this year made a serious commitment to home health because it is
what the people want. I am sure similar commitments are being
made in other States. This means, however, that there will be more
homebound and frail elderly living in private homes. They would
be especially vulnerable if fire broke out.

Sixty-six percent of the elderly in this country do not have smoke
detectors in their homes. That is almost double the number of un-
protected homes in the rest of the population. Greater public
awareness can go a long way to improve this situation, but I think
we should explore ways of doing more through the private sector as
well as the public one.

I am not sure what the Federal role in this should be. Of course,
that is one of the purposes of this hearing. One idea to explore,
however, is a slight expansion of the weatherization program to in-
clude the installation of smoke detectors. This program is already
set up. It already identifies low-income homes, mostly occupied by
the elderly, and it already has workers who fix up these homes. 1
cannot predict how the Department of Energy would feel about pig-
gybacking this work on top of weatherization, but I think it is one
of the ideas we should explore as far as the Federal role is con-
cerned and perhaps do so in this hearing.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman HEeiNz. Senator Burdick, I thank you very much.

Before calling on our first witness, I am going to insert the state-
ment of Senator John Glenn into the record.

[The statement of Senator Glenn follows:]

STATEMENT OF SENATOR JOHN GLENN

Mr. Chairmarn, I am pleased that the Senate Special Committee on Aging is hold-
ing this hearing to examine the vital need for increased fire protection measures for
older Americans.

During this hearing, we will look at ways of reducing the risk of death or injury
to our senior citizens from fire. We will discuss why smoke detectors, which are in-
ex(rensive and very effective safety devices, have not yet been installed in most
older persons’ homes. We will receive testimony about the practical aspects of devel-
oping a cigarette that will not ignite most common upholstery, mattresses, or bed-



ding material. We will learn about innovative programs that have been developed to
promote fire safety. And we will discuss additional measures that may be taken to
protect the life and property of our Nation’s senior citizens from the tragedy of fire
in the home. .

The elderly are more likely to die in fires than are any other age group. The Na-
tional Safety Council estimated that of the 4,000 people who died by fire in 1981,
1,250 were age 65 or over. Older Americans comprise 11 percent of our population,
yet they represent more than 25 percent of the deaths by fire. Moreover, 40 percent
of all fire victims were over age 55. These statistics illustrate the extraordinary vul-
nerability of our older citizens in fires.

Smoke detectors are an effective but underutilized means of fire protection. The
presence of a smoke detector cuts the risks of dying from a fire in half. While 66
percent of all households had at least one smoke detector in 1980, less than 34 per-
cent of the elderly owned these devices. Smoke detectors are especially good at re-
ducing deaths due to fires caused by cigarettes and cigars. The chances of death are
four times greater when no smoke detectors are present. The early warning pro-
vided by smoke detectors has been shown to reduce fire injuries and may reduce
property losses by up to 20 percent. In our discussion today, we shall examine some
gurrent Federal programs that may be utilized to promote the installation of smoke

etectors.

As the author of the Anti-Arson Act of 1982, Public Law 97-298, I favor a strong
Federal role in the development of an antiarson and fire prevention strategy. While
it is not the Federal Government's role to directly fight fires, it can nevertheless
provide invaluable research and technical assistance to State and local governments
1n this area.

I have been concerned over attempts by the Reagan administration to weaken ex-
isting Federal programs for arson and fire prevention. I have urged my colleagues
to keep the Center for Fire Research at the National Bureau of Standards adequate-
ly funded so that new firefighting techniques and equipment may continue to be
dfeveloped. Research at the Center has contributed to the development of smoke de-
tectors, residential sprinklers, and protections against mattress and carpet ignitions.
If funding is eliminated, the Center’s vital research role will be lost and local fire-
fighting efforts will suffer.

The Federal, State, and local governments must work together in preventing the
death and destruction that threatens all Americans, especially the elderly. I look
forward to receiving suggestions from today’s witnesses on what programs and pro-
;:_edures could be implemented to help protect our Nation’s elderly from tragic home

ires.

Chairman HEeINz. We are very privileged and pleased to have as
our first witness this morning John Gerard, Washington repre-
sentative of the National Fire Protection Association. I understand
that Mr. Gerard is going to testify about the major issues he be-
lieves are associated with fire prevention, especially as they affect
older Americans.

I also would like to point out that Mr. Gerard is the first of three
distinguished witnesses who are either present or former fire
chiefs. This room has never been in better hands than it is at this
very moment.

Senator Burpick. Has he checked it out?

Chairman HEINz. I noticed some eagle eyes out there in our wit-
ness chairs before the hearing and I made a special point of check-
il}lf l\;vith them. They are also making sure none of us smoke, I
think.

Chief Gerard, please proceed.

STATEMENT OF JOHN C. GERARD, WASHINGTON D.C,,
REPRESENTATIVE, NATIONAL FIRE PROTECTION ASSOCIATION

Mr. GErarDp. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and members of the com-
mittee.

The National Fire Protection Association is a nonprofit, techni-
cal, and educational membership organization. It was founded in

\
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1896. Since that time, we have been the principal public advocate
for fire safety.

To a large extent, as has been identified by the chairman, home
fire deaths are in fact a preventable tragedy. NFPA has collected
and analyzed data on the fire problem in the United States for well
over 50 years. In fact, we are currently the Federal Government’s
representative for collecting and analyzing fire data.

The most important component to the fire problem is the fatal
fire. I think everyone recognizes that the fire in which someone
dies is the worst fire we can have. In 1981, there were 4,000 people
who died in nonarson fires. Obviously a nonarson fire is a prevent-
able fire. Almost one-third of these persons are over the age of 65.
The elderly people in our society are the largest at-risk group in
our population.

Our purpose in appearing before this committee today is to
present key scientific facts about fatal fires, particularly as they
affect the elderly.

We can begin by examining some specific fire data so as to define
the problem and thus, perhaps, develop some defenses against the
serious threat of unwanted fires. Qur fire statistics on fatal fires
paint the following picture: One-third of the people who died in
nonarson fires are over the age of 65. One-third of all Americans
who are killed by fire die in fires started by cigarettes. Cigarettes
are far in the lead, as your chart shows, as a cause of fatal fires.
Cigarette-ignited fires start in upholstered furniture and bedding in
people’s homes and apartments. Two-thirds of residential fire
deaths occur between the hours of 8 p.m. and 8 a.m. when most
people are sleeping. And fatal fires need a head start.

By fire department estimates, 38 percent of the deaths occur in
fires that burn over 40 minutes before they are detected.

Putting all these facts together, one gets a picture of the most
common fatal fire in America. A cigarette is carelessly discarded,
most often in upholstered furniture or bedding. It smolders unno-
ticed. The heat is trapped in the crevices of the furniture or folds of
bedding and a fire starts. Other family members have often gone to
bed in another part of the house. The alarm typically is given in
the middle of the night by a neighbor or passerby who sees smoke
or fire. The fire department arrives promptly, but too late to save
the victims. Death is generally due to smoke and toxic gases rather
than flames.

If we prevent the ignition or the fatal consequences of this one
fire scenario, that alone will have an enormous impact on fire fa-
talities. A solution to this fire scenario must be found. To prevent
ignition means developing fire-safe cigarettes. To reduce fatalities
means early ‘warnings when fires do start. In other words, that
means smoke detectors.

The technical problems of cigarette combustion and of the inter-
action between a burning cigarette and upholstered furniture or
bedding are complex. NFPA is convinced that there is a real need
for more research and for the development of proper fire-safety cri-
teria with respect to cigarettes. We strongly recommend that the
Center for Fire Research at the National Bureau of Standards ana-
lyze the technical evidence from all sources and develop criteria for
the design of cigarettes so as to decrease the incidence of cigarette



fire ignitions. The Center for Fire Research should also develop a
test method by which the performance of cigarettes could be meas-
ured to determine compliance with the criteria. The Center has
done much preliminary work on cigarette ignition and has consid-
erable expertise and the facilities to carry out this research.

I think it is fair to recognize that one of the most important
areas of effort in reducing fire fatalities has been in expanding the
use of smoke detectors. Over the past 5 years, fire deaths have been
declining in the United States. This decline in fire deaths in the
home can be associated with the widely increased use of smoke de-
tectors in some two-thirds of our U.S. residences. The remaining
one-third is mainly comprised of those segments of the population
which suffer most from fire, namely the poor and the elderly.

In summary then, we can say that the elderly suffer a dispropor-
tionate share of the devastation and tragedy associated with fires.
The elements of tragedy are simple. One element is the high
number of elderly persons who die in fires. Another is the primary
cause of fatal fires in the home—careless smoking.

Finally, the homes of the elderly and the poor are significantly
underprotected by smoke detectors.

To deal with this problem, we must reduce the causes and im-
prove our defenses.

Mr. Chairman, I would be happy to answer any questions that
you have.

Senator Heinz. Mr. Gerard, thank you very much. Your pre-
pared statement will be entered into the record at this point.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Gerard follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF JOHN C. GERARD

The National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) is a nonprofit, technical, and
educational membership organization, founded in 1896. It has remained the princi-
pal public advocate for fire safety since its inception. .

Our membership is drawn from the many disciplines invoived in, and concerned
about, the national fire problem. We are not a trade or industry association. No one
group or interest is dominant. The only common denominator in our membership is
a concern about fire safety. Our members include fire service personnel, fire mar-
shals, electrical inspectors and city managers; architects, engineers and educators;
health care facility operators and similar groups from commerce, industry, insur-
ance and the Federal Government. In addition, NFPA's sources of income are so di-
verse that no single interest group can exercise financial influence. The many activ-
ities of NFPA are described in attachment A.?

THE FIRE PROBLEM FOR THE ELDERLY

To a large extent, home fire deaths are a preventable tragedy. NFPA has collect-
ed and analyzed data on the fire problem in the United States for well over 50
years. There are.many components to this pressing public problem. By far, the most
important component of the fire problem is the fire that takes lives—the fatal fire.
In 1981, 4,000 people died in nonarson fires. Almost one-third of these are persons
over the age of 65. This is the largest at-risk group in our population.

Our purpose in appearing before this committee today is to present key scientific
facts about fatal fires, particularly as they affect the elderly.

When we talk of the elderly, about whom are we speaking? In 1980, 11 percent or
25 million Americans were over the age of 65. This segment of our population con-
tinues to grow faster than the younger population. In discussing living arrange-
ments, we need to recognize that most aged live in family settings—8 out of 10 older
men and 6 out of 10 older women. Less than 5 percent of all aged live in institu-
tions. As Robert Lightman, executive director of the National Senior Citizen Educa-

1 Retained in committee files.
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tion and Research Center, says in the NFPA Fire Safety Educators Handbook, “In
providing fire safety services to older persons, information frequently will have to
be geared to the person living in an apartment or house—and this person may be
especially vulnerable because he/she is alone.”

It would thus appear that a very clear priority must be dealing with the elderly
in the home. We are long overdue in determining how fire affects the elderly in a
family or at-home setting so as to reduce the threat of fire and improve the quality
of their lives.

We can begin by examining some specific fire data so as to define the problem
and, thus, develop defenses against the serious threat of unwanted fires.

Our fire statistics on fatal fires paint the following picture:

One-third of the people who die in nonarson fires are over the age of 65.

One-third of Americans who are killed by fire die in fires started by cigarettes.
Cigarettes are far in the lead as a cause of fatal fires.

Cigarette ignited fires start in upholstered furniture and bedding in people’s
homes and apartments.

Two-thirds of residential fire deaths occur between the hours of 8 p.m. and 8 a.m.
when most people are sleeping.

Fatal fires need a head start. By fire department estimates, 38 percent of the
deaths occur in fires burning over 40 minutes prior to detection.

Putting these facts together, one gets a picture of the most common fatal fire in
America. A cigarette is carelessly discarded, most often in upholstered furniture or
bedding. It smolders unnoticed. Heat is trapped in the crevices of the furniture or
folds of bedding and a fire starts. Other family members have often gone to bed in
another part of the house. The alarm is given in the middle of the night by a neigh-
bor or passerby seeing smoke or fire. The fire department arrives promptly, but too
late to save the victims. Death is generally due to smoke and toxic gases rather-
than flames.

There is a consensus about this portrait of a typical fatal fire and about the statis-
tical facts that underlie the scenario. These findings have been corroborated by the
National Fire Protection Association, the United States Fire Administration, the
Johns Hopkins University, and the United States Consumer Product Safety Com-
mission. The basic conclusion is always the same: one-third of the people who die in
fires are killed by fires started by cigarettes. )

We have emphasized this grim concentration of fire deaths in cigarette-ignited
fires because this very concentration can also be used as part of the remedy of the
fatal fire problem. If we prevent the ignition or the fatal consequences of this one
fire scenario, that alone will have an enormous impact-on fire fatalities. A solution
must be found. The tragic consequences of these fatal ignitions must be prevented
by one method or another.

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS
Fire-safe cigarettes

The technical problems of cigarette combustion and of the interaction between a
burning cigarette and upholstered furniture or bedding are complex. We are con-
vinced that there is a real need for more research and for the development of
proper fire safety criteria with respect to cigarettes, as well as upholstered furni-
ture. We strongly recommend that the Center for Fire Research at the National
Bureau of Standards analyze the technical evidence from all sources and develop
criteria to which the tobacco industry can design its cigarettes so as to decrease the
incidence of cigarette fire ignitions. The Center for Fire Research should also devel-
op a test method by which the performance of cigarettes could be measured to deter-
mine compliance with the criteria. The center has done much preliminary work on
cigarette ignition and has considerable expertise and the facilities to carry out this
research. :

The NFPA believes, however, that standarization should be left to the independ-
ent standard development system. While the NFPA does develop and promulgate
many safety standards, it does not deal with product standards. We are firmly con-
vinced, however, that a similar standards development group can develop the stand-
ard with which to create the fire safety so essential in this area. Consensus stand-
ards-setting in the United States has a record of being efficiently and effectively
performed in the non-Government sector by independent standards groups such as
the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM), the NFPA and others.
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Smoke detectors

One of the most important areas of effort has been in expanding the use of smoke
detectors. NFPA has conducted a series of major campaigns designed to encourage
and implement the installation of smoke detectors in homes, apartments, and other
residential occupancies—the scene of most fire deaths.

As a resuit of this and parallel Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
efforts, the recent decline in fire deaths in the home can be associated with the
widely increased use of smoke detectors in some two-thirds of U.S. residences. The
remaining one-third is comprised of those segments of the population which suffer
most from fire, namely the poor and the elderly. Lack of funds for smoke detectors
causes needless loss of life among this segment of our society. NFPA is presently
‘working on a program to address this crucial element of the fire problem. NFPA's
project, once established, will have an immediate and positive impact on life safety
for our poor and elderly. NFPA will be delivering proven model programs to major
cities and urban counties. As these programs are implemented through local fire de-
partments and community leaders, detectors will be increasingly available to the el-
derly and the poor.

Public education

NFPA recognizes that fatal fires in American residences are a serious problem.
Accordingly, we have many major programs already in progress that are effectively
reducing the loss of life from fire today. We are intensifying these efforts as our own
funding permits. A couple of the ongoing NFPA programs (by no means all) are:

Our “learn not to burn” curriculum, which is in 25,000 classrooms across the
country, reaches into millions of American homes. .

For several years, we have sponsored an intensive media campaign using the tele-
vision actor Dick Van Dyke. This program has shown significant good results, with
a documented success of saving over 116 lives already.

The home fire safety audit program, funded in the past through several Federal
programs, trained senior citizens in the skills necessary to conduct fire safety in-
spections in their communities. This was an excellent self-help program.

In addition, as a direct result of the danger of fires started by cigarettes, we must
make manifest the public responsibility that smokers bear for exercising extreme
care in the handling of cigarettes. Educating the public on this matter is a funda-
mental part of fire prevention. This could be accomplished through the development
of a training program to be delivered by and for senior citizens, focusing on the
proper exercise of personal responsibility in the area of fire safety.

SUMMARY

In summary then, we can say that the elderly suffer a disproportionate share of
the devastation and tragedy associated with fires. The primary elements of the trag-
edy are simple. One element is the high number of elderly persons who die in fires.
Another is the primary cause of fatal fires in the home—smoking. Finally, the
homes of the elderly and the poor are significantly underprotected by smoke detec-
tors.

To deal effectively with this problem, we must reduce the causes and improve our
defenses. It can be done. It must be done.

Chairman HeiNnz. Mr. Gerard, 1 want to reflect for a moment on
a situation in my home State of Pennsylvania. About 11 percent of
our population is elderly; yet, the elderly account for 25 percent of
all the fire-caused deaths in our State. In other words, they are
about 2% times more likely than other age groups to be the fatal
victims of fires. This is not an unusual pattern.

Mr. GERARD. That is correct.

Chairman HEeinz. I think this pattern is replicated, more or less,
in State after State.

You have made a very strong plea to have the National Bureau
of Standards Center for Fire Research develop standards and tests
for fire-safe cigarettes. We are probably going to get some testimo-
ny on this a little later on, unless my advance warning system mis-
leads me.

Is this work difficult or impossible to do?
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Mr. GERARD. I have no idea. That is why we need the research. I
think that the issue really boils down to having an organization of
scientists who have no ax to grind, who have a reputation for objec-
tivity and good scientific research, to evaluate all of the issues with
relation to self-extinguishing cigarettes and make a determination.
Is it possible to develop a fire-safe cigarette? I believe it is. The
NFPA believes it is. But we are not scientists, and so the scientific
research needs to be done and we believe the Center for Fire Re-
search can most effectively do that.

Chairman HEINz. In effect, you are saying that you would like to
see a piece of legislation that mandates the Center to study this
issue and then tell us whether or not they can (a) establish a stand-
ard, and (b) test accurately to that standard?

Mr. GErRARD. Yes, Mr. Chairman, with a legislative mandate to
perform the research, it will get the issue off of dead center. It will
get the research accomplished and Congress will then have a clear
picture of whether this is realistic. We will not have to deal with
whether or not it is based on nonscientific testimony, and we can,
in fact, then move ahead to deal with one of the most serious fire
causes in the United States today.

Chairman HEeinz. With all the study that cigarettes have re-
ceived since the founding of the first colony, one would think we
would know a little bit more about tobacco since its discovery in
the 16th century. :

What is wrong with just telling the National Bureau of Stand-
ards to develop a set of standards today? Why would that be the
wrong thing to do?

Mr. GerARrD. First of all, to develop the standard, just as an ex-
ample, should the standard say that a cigarette should self-extin-
guish in 30 seconds, 1 minute, 3 minutes, 5 minutes? Should the
cigarette be manufactured to burn faster so that the heat does not
stay on the ignitable material and thus not cause a fire?

In other words, there are a lot of issues. What is a cigarette that
would be safe? There is scientific engineering research that needs
to be done to identify that.

Chairman HeinNz. Why has not the National Bureau of Standards
Center for Fire Research done some of that research already?

Mr. Gerarp. I think they have done some of that research.
Mostly, the focus in the past has been on the upholstered furniture.
In other words, how much heat and how long does it have to burn
to ignite upholstered furniture in order to develop a better uphol-
stered furniture. I cannot say for sure why NBS has not done the
research on the self-extinguishing cigarette, perhaps because there
is no one that controls that.

Chairman HEINz. One last question. I would note that there are
some 29 States that require smoke detectors in all new classes of
residential construction. My home State of Pennsylvania is not a
State that requires smoke detectors in all classes of residential con-
struction, but does require it in certain construction.

In your opinion, how can the Federal Government help in the
effort to get smoke detectors in the homes of our citizens least
likely to have them? As you pointed out in your statement, those
least likely to have them and most at risk tend to be the poor and
the elderly.
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Mr. GERARD. Yes sir, that is correct, and those are statistics that
come up in everyone’s analysis. I think some of the things that the
Federal Government can do—Senator Burdick hit on one—is per-
haps make smoke detectors a part of the weatherization process.
While it is not a weatherization issue per se, it does focus on im-
proving the quality of life in American homes for the elderly.
There can be caveats placed in funds or block grants in various
States, particularly those States that do not require that type of
legislation.

Are you going to leave and vote on something?

Chairman HEeiNz. Well, that is what it looks like. We are just
checking on that. I am sorry, 1 was distracted by giving my staff
instruction. Would you just repeat your last comment?

Mr. GeErarD. Yes, sir. 1 believe Senator Burdick hit on one
method and that is to tack onto the weatherization program the in-
stallation of smoke detectors. There can be caveats placed in block
grants through HUD and in those States that do not require smoke
detectors, it can be required that they be installed. The Federal
Emergency Management Agency has money to spend on a variety
of programs. Some of that money should be redirected into pro-
grams that will increase the number of detectors in the homes of
the poor and the elderly.

Chairman HEINz. The largest of those programs you have men-
tioned is the community development block grant program.

Mr. GERARD. Yes, sir. .

Chairman HEeinz. Is it permissible to use community develop-
ment block grant money now for smoke detector installation?

Mr. GErARD. Yes, sir, there are places where this money is al-
ready being used for this purpose. In fact, the small town of
Quincy, Mass., where our association headquarters are located,
uses block grant funds to install smoke detectors in the homes of
the poor and the elderly. It is a very successful program but it does
require, obviously, that the local elected officials make that deci-
sion to spend that money there. Of course, to spend the money in
some cases requires enabling legislation and in States that do not
have that legislation, perhaps some leaning from the Senate side or
from the Federal Government could get the States to adopt that
legislation.

Chairman Heinz. Of the various programs that are available:
community development block grants, community services adminis-
tration money, weatherization money, money spent by area agen-
cies on aging under its various titles, probably title III, are any of
these particularly preferred by you as a method, or is it your view
::ihat ?under these programs, anything that can be done should be

one’

Mr. GEraRD. Well, I believe that the problem is serious enough
that we should do anything and everything we can in order to im-
prove the representation of smoke detectors in the homes of the
poor and the elderly. The NFPA has a program that focuses on de-
veloping private funding sources such as the program in Baltimore
that does not use any Government money to install smoke detec-
tors in homes of people who do not have detectors. I think the issue
is one of leadership and I believe that every person, every organiza-
tion, and every government body that has a leadership responsibili-

24-812 0—83——2
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ty, and certainly all three of those have leadership responsibilities,
I think we all need to do everything we can within our sphere of
influence to improve the quality of life for all of our people. And
when you have an identifiable population group such as the elder-
ly, and you have an identifiable absolute guaranteed solution to a
serious problem that they have, I think that we need to identify
that we have a serious responsibility to move into that area and
exert whatever leadership we can.

Chairman HEginz. I would only note that in my home State of-
Pennsylvania, which receives literally tens of millions of dollars in
community development block grant money, we canvassed 36 enti-
tlement cities. Eighteen of them have no money in smoke detector
programs and 18 do have funds in smoke detector programs. But of
those which do fund programs, 13 devote less than $10,000, with
some as low as just $100. I would like to point out that, under the
HUD guidelines, a city must have at least 50,000 people to be eligi-
ble for the HUD block grant, so we are not talking about very
small towns. The $100 would not go very far in providing smoke
detectors in a community of 50,000. Would you not agree?

Mr. GERARD. Yes, Mr. Chairman. In fact, I think that is the cru-
elest action that anyone can take, that is tokenism, to pretend that
some money is being used to improve the quality of life for people
when any sensible person could look at that and say that that is
strictly a token. That is really a cruel hoax to play on the people
who have in fact devoted their lives to building this country and
making it the great country that it is.

Chairman HEeINz. One last question.

What do you think the other group with an interest in fire
safety, besides the fire chiefs and the elderly, and the poor, and the
people who live in homes, namely the insurance companies who
insure those residences, should be doing?

Mr. GERARD. I believe that some insurance companies are al-
ready providing a discount on fire insurance for the installation of
smoke detectors. One group that is routinely forgotten about when
we talk about groups like that is realtors. You know, real estate
people make a lot of money on their property in the communities
in which they do business and they are a group, in addition to the
insurance companies, whose funds flow directly out of the property
that exists in our communities. Their income comes from the
owners of that property. I think that we need to focus more aggres-
sively on insurance companies, real estate people, and the energy
i:lompanies that provide the fuel oil and gas, and so forth, in the

omes.

In other words, it is a property-related issue that directly affects
people and those companies and organizations that receive their
income from the fact that in America people own their own proper-
ty. 1 think those organizations and companies need to make a
stronger commitment to improving the quality of life for those
people who represent their income source.

Chairman HEeiNz. Mr. Gerard, I want to thank you for your ex-
cellent testimony.

To sum it up, you have confirmed what our initial research dem-
onstrated, namely that cigarettes are by far and away the leading
cause of residential fire deaths—they are far and away the leading
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cause of elderly fire deaths and they disproportionately affect the
poor.

You have made two very concrete suggestions: First, to investi-
gate as quickly as possible the feasibility of developing a fire-safe
cigarette; and second, at a minimum, to give a much stronger man-
date to the various Federal agencies that provide funds for commu-
nity and housing needs to be cognizant of fire safety needs, specifi-
cally through the installation of smoke detectors.

Those are very good suggestions indeed and you may rest assured
that we will take them very much to heart.

Mr. GErARD. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman Heinz. Thank you, Mr. Gerard.

Our next group of witnesses will be Andrew McGuire; Nancy
Steorts, accompanied by Betsy Wilansky; Dr. Edward Press; and
John Rupp.

Please seat yourselves at the witness table.

This is a very diverse and distinguished panel before us. This
panel will testify about the problem of cigarette-caused fires as it
relates to the general population and especially older Americans. I
would expect also that we can discuss the first of the two sugges-
tions that we had from Mr. Gerard, namely the development of a
low-ignition potential cigarette as a means to reduce the incidence
of death and injury associated with fires.

I would appreciate witnesses being cognizant of the fact that we
do not want our hearing to run over our time limit, so anything
you can do to keep your statement to the 5-minute limit would be
greatly appreciated, especially because we never know when votes
are going to occur and cause us to run like a firetruck over to the
floor of the Senate.

Let me ask Mr. McGuire, executive director of the Burn Council,
San Francisco General Hospital in California, to be our first wit-
ness.

STATEMENT OF ANDREW McGUIRE, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, THE
BURN COUNCIL, SAN FRANCISCO GENERAL HOSPITAL, SAN
FRANCISCO, CALIF.

Mr. McGuire. Thank you, Senator.

In the middle of my testimony I would like to show about a 90-
second clip from this film, so I would like to alert the people here
to that point.

Chairman HEeinz. I think we are ready to roll. Would you like us
to do that now?

Mr. McGuIRe. In the middle.

The No. 1 cause of fire death in America is the cigarette fire.
T}ie latest Government statistics tell what I consider a very grim
tale.

There are over 2,100 deaths a year, nearly 4,000 burns and inju-
ries, and over $300 million in property damage due to about 60,000
fires caused by cigarettes each year.

Most horrifying is the fact that the people most at risk are the
elderly. According to a study of the causes of fire deaths conducted
at Johns Hopkins, researchers discovered that the elderly were
being burned to death at twice the rate of other age groups. An-
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other study, which recently appeared in the Journal of the Ameri-
can Medical Association, showed that 39 percent of the people who
were killed in cigarette-caused fires were not the cigarette smokers
themselves. Innocent people are being routinely killed in cigarette
fires. It appears reasonable that Congress should act to prevent
these senseless deaths.

I suggest that the solution is at hand. Specifically, cigarette com-
panies should be required to manufacture fire-safe cigarettes. Or,
simply put, they should produce cigarettes that will not ignite fur-
niture or bedding. What I am suggesting is not complex technology
waiting to be developed. What I am suggesting is currently in the
marketplace. Two brands of cigarettes, Shermans and Mores—
made by R. J. Reynolds—have been tested in fire research labs and
were shown to have a significantly lower propensity for igniting
furniture. In short, two cigarette companies have inadvertently cre-
ated fire-safe cigarettes. In fact, a quote from the April 19 New
York Times sheds light on the issue:

R. J. Reynolds makes More cigarettes, one of two brands now available that extin-

guish easily. Mr. Walker—a spokesman for R. J. Reynolds—said that this was
merely a byproduct of the brand’s development. * * *”

I believe all cigarettes should be fire-safe as a byproduct of their
development. '

At this point, I would like to show about a 90-second clip. This
will demonstrate what happens to flammable pieces of furniture,
mockups in a fire lab routinely used. This is flammable cotton with
cotton stuffing. The researcher there in the lab in California is put-
ting Pall Mall’s and other brands, about a dozen brands of ciga-
rettes, on these pieces of flammable furniture. It took about 5 min-
utes to light all the cigarettes and get all the mockup furniture
with the cigarette in the crevice with the piece of white cotton over
the cigarette to replicate worst-case flammable situations. As was
described by Mr. Gerard, the time that it takes for the smoldering
ignition to occur is generally about 10, 15 minutes or more. Some of
these cigarettes in this film actually ignited within about 20 min-
utes and at the last shot, you are going to see that a Sherman ciga-
rette, after 1 hour, had not ignited the mockup. The final shot that
you will see in this display will be the fact that that Sherman,
after an hour, had self-extinguished in fact and did not ignite flam-
mable furniture.

Chairman HEINz. These are they [holding up package of Sher-
man cigarettes), I gather?

Mr. McGuire. Correct.

Regarding the production of fire-safe cigarettes, I am not alone
in believing this should be done. Since I began the campaign for
fire-safe cigarettes 4 years ago, there have been numerous organi-
zations that have officially backed this effort. Among these groups
are the American Medical Association; the National Fire Protec-
tion Association; the American Public Health Association; the
American Burn Association, which is an organization of all of the
burn surgeons and burn nurses in this country; the International
Association of Fire Chiefs; the International Society of Fire Service
Instructors, the International Association of Fire Fighters, AFL-
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CIO; the California Gray Panthers; the Junior Leagues of Califor-
nia; and other health, fire, burn, and consumer organizations.

Part of this campaign is simultaneously occurring at the State
level through the introduction of fire-safe cigarette legislation.
These States include California, New York, Connecticut, Oregon,
Massachusetts, Illinois, Michigan, Virginia, Maryland, and, soon,
Pennsylvania. There is broad and deep support across the country
for fire-safe cigarettes.

Finally, I would like to make a recommendation to this commit-
tee. At a minimum, we need an all-out effort by various Govern-
ment agencies—the Center for Fire Research, the Consumer Prod-
uct Safety Commission, the National Institutes of Health-—to inves-
tigate this issue and develop the fire safety criteria -that will lead
to the prevention of fires caused by cigarettes. This endeavor must
be free of any interference from the tobacco industry and should
include an oversight committee of concerned experts who can mon-
itor progress.

Finally, State legislative efforts should not be preempted by this
Federal effort. The States play the all important role of keeping
this campaign moving forward by their efforts to protect their citi-
zens.

In conclusion, too many of our elderly have waited too long for
the cigarette companies to voluntarily eliminate the fuses that con-
tribute so heavily to the death toll of America. Far too many have
died helplessly in cigarette fires while we have all waited for re-
sponsible action by the cigarette industry.

I urge Congress to move forward immediately to solve our
shameful fire problem caused by cigarettes.

Thank you.

Chairman HeiNz. Thank you very much, Mr. McGuire.

That was a most interesting film. It will not be recorded on the
transcript, but I noticed a tremendous amount of smoke, apparent-
ly caused by the cigarettes, coming off the various patches of mate-
rial. It was remarkable that, in the case of the one cigarette which
you mentioned, no such smoking or flammability occurred. It is
also interesting to me that there is a guarantee contained on the
inside of the cover of this particular brand of cigarettes of the Nat
Sherman Co. It says that all of these cigarettes are guaranteed to
contain only the finest pure natural tobaccos, unlike most commer-
cial cigarettes. These cigarettes contain no glycerine, no chemicals,
no saltpeter, no tars, and are made from only the best tobacco.
Every cigarette, of course, is always advertised as being made from
the best tobacco. I think that is quite interesting but we will hear
more about that from our other witnesses.

Let me ask Nancy Steorts, who is Chairman of the Consumer
Product Safety Commission, to please proceed.

STATEMENT OF NANCY HARVEY STEORTS, WASHINGTON, D.C.,
CHAIRMAN, U.S. CONSUMER PRODUCT SAFETY COMMISSION;
ACCOMPANIED BY BETSY WILANSKY, REPRESENTING STUART
M. STATLER, COMMISSIONER, U.S. CONSUMER PRODUCT
SAFETY COMMISSION

Ms. Steorts. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.
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It is a pleasure for me to appear before you today as Chairman of
the Consumer Product Safety Commission to give my personal
views on the issue of fire safety in cigarettes and to review briefly
some of the activities of our agency in the overall programs to
reduce fire hazards, particularly for older Americans.

The careless use of smoking materials does present a very seri-
ous risk of fire to all Americans. Cigarette ignition of furniture and
bedding is our country’s leading cause of death by fire. In 1981,
alone, there were more than 2,100 deaths and 9,500 serious injuries
caused by such fires. We at CPSC have worked for quite some time
on cigarette ignition hazards by addressing the flammability of
such consumer products as mattresses and mattress pads which
can ignite from smoldering smoking materials. We have also devot-
ed considerable resources to the voluntary program of the furni-
ture industry in seeking to prevent ignition of upholstered furni-
ture by smoldering cigarettes. ,

If it is the wish of Congress that CPSC undertake a feasibility
study on theé ignition factor of cigarettes, my personal request is
only that you give us the necessary funding and staff authority to
get the job done properly and in a timely manner. Given those es-
sential tools, I would welcome an opportunity to uhdertake such a
study in cooperation with the industries involved. If Congress
should mandate rulemaking on cigarette fire safety, I can assure
you that it would be preceded by a comprehensive investigation of
the ignition risk.

Such rulemaking investigations would require sufficient time to
establish both the technological practicability and the economic
reasonableness of a standard. I might also assure you, Mr. Chair-
man, that the Commission would be quite willing to work coopera-
tively with industry to develop a voluntary standard on cigarette
fire safety, if Congress extends such jurisdiction to CPSC.

I believe that a standard on cigarette ignition could significantly
reduce injuries and deaths from smoldering upholstered furniture
and mattress fires. Such an effective standard could help to close
the loop on this continuing flammability problem, with the current
work on upholstered furniture and mattresses providing the other
aspect of this safety program.

In order for this committee to fully understand that fire safety is
of utmost concern to CPSC, I should point out that several of the
areas being discussed this morning are priorities of the Commis-
sion, either for the current fiscal year or for next year, or both.

For example, smoldering ignition of furniture and bedding is a
priority for both years, in view of the severity of the problem
around the country. Fire is the fourth leading cause of accidental
death in the United States, and the second leading cause of acci-
dental death in the home.

Smoke detectors have been a major emphasis of our agency and
one of our true success stories. In realizing the substantial hazards
brought on by smoldering ignition and other residential fire haz-
ards, CPSC launched a nationwide campaign through fire depart-
ments, insurance companies, and State and local agencies to pro-
mote the wider use of smoke detectors in the homes of America.
Although there is obvious need for a continuing emphasis on
smoke detectors, our priority program has met with such success
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that we have been able to redirect some of our resources from this
information and education campaign for the next fiscal year.

Chairman HEeinz. That is quite an ambitious undertaking.

Ms. SteorTs. I would like to provide for you a very detailed
report of what we are doing in this area and I would like to provide
that for the record.

Chairman HEeinz. We would be delighted to receive that and I
will share a copy of it with my colleagues on the Senate Banking,
Housing, and Urban Affairs Committee.

Ms. SteorTts. Excellent. We would be very, very pleased also to
have the support of this committee on this endeavor. We are work-
ing very closely at the State and local level in this area. We are
working through fire departments. As a matter of fact, I was in
your city of Philadelphia addressing the fire marshals convention
just this past fall. They are working very closely with us in this
endeavor.

[Subsequent to the hearing, Ms. Steorts submitted additional ma-
terials relative to the Consumer Product Safety Commission’s ef-
forts in fire safety, including the following on smoke detectors. All
?_fiher material submitted has been retained in the committee’s

iles.] :

SMOKE DeTECTOR PROGRAM

The fiscal year 1983 priority project encouraged cities and States to promote the
use of smoke detectors. Over 165 communities launched either information and edu-
cation and/or giveaway programs, or sold smoke detectors at cost. More than 27 ad-
ditional cities have similar programs in the planning process.

States have been encouraged to adopt model codes requiring smoke detectors.
Print materials were developed and distributed to promote the use of smoke detec-
tors and proper maintenance for those already in homes. The Commission has
worked closely with insurance companies to encourage them to provide discounts
and smoke detector information to policyholders.

CPSC’s Chairman, Commissioners, and staff have been very active in promoting
the use of smoke detectors by responding to requests for media interviews, making
ﬁeeches that include smoke detector information, and working closely with nation-

organizations.

Ms. StEORTS. A new CPSC priority for fiscal year 1984 is toxicity
of combustion products, which has developed from the extensive
evidence gathered in the studies of smoldering ignition and from
other sources. Residential fires from all causes kill approximately
5,600 Americans every year. Among these fatalities, approximately
70 percent are attributed to the inhalation of toxic gases. Carbon
monoxide is generally accepted as the major single cause of smoke
inhalation deaths. However, there is growing concern about toxic
gases resulting from fires smoldering in a wide range of manufac-
tured goods.

Mr. Chairman, there is one other priority project that I would
just like to briefly mention which is very important to us for 1984,
and that is safety for the older consumers. We will be working very
closely commissionwide on this and we also would be willing to
work very, very closely with your committee on it.

Mr. Chairman, in summation, there were an estimated 35,000
residential fires in this country in 1981 in which upholstered furni-
ture was the first item to ignite. Among these fires, 22,500 were
caused by smoking material, primarily cigarettes. These fires, in-
volving upholstered furniture only, resulted in 1,200 deaths from
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cigarette ignition. There is clearly a problem associated with smol-
dering ignition. We at CPSC, using our present jurisdiction, have
been working on one side of the problem—furniture and mattress
fabrics. The thrust of this hearing is to look at the other side of the
problem—the smoking material. I commend you for your insight
and interest in this important subject.

Again, it is a pleasure for me to be here to offer these concise
views and I will be glad to respond to any questions you may have
for me or for the Consumer Product Safety Commission.

Chairman HEeiNz. Madam Chairman, thank you very much. You
are accompanied by Betsy Wilansky, a member of the staff of the
Commission. It is my understanding that she has some remarks on
behalf of Commissioner Stuart Statler.

Ms. WiLansky. That is correct.

Chairman HEeinz. Would you please proceed?

Ms. WiLANsKY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Commissioner Statler asked me to convey to the committee his
deepest regrets for not being able to attend today. I will be com-
menting from his written testimony.

Obviously, to protect our senior citizens, we must reduce the
number of fires afflicting them. As others have indicated, cigarette
ignition of furniture and bedding accounts for nearly 71,000 fires
annually, making it this country’s leading cause of death by fire. In
1981 alone, some 750 persons over age 65 were killed and another
930 seriously injured by such fires. As the movie indicated, smol-
dering cigarettes left on upholstered furniture and bedding are the
source of these fires. A cigarette smolders because it is not de-
signed to go out when lit but not puffed. It continues to burn for
some 20 to 40 minutes. Meanwhile, the heat generated by a
dropped cigarette spawns smoldering ignition, dense smoke and
toxic gases, and often flames. And a fire does not discriminate. It
may wipe out the careless smoker or, just as likely, innocent non-
smokers, old and young, who happen to be in its path.

Yet, this agency—charged by law with reducing unreasonable
risk of injury and death—must sit with its hands tied. The Com-
mission is barred by statute from regulating the real culprit in
these fires, the cigarette. We are forced to look to back-door meth-
ods to prevent the inevitable effects of long-burning cigarettes. As
our Chairman has indicated, rather than focusing on the ignition
source, we are left trying to make all possible contact surfaces
more smolder resistant. To remedy this situation, Commissioner
Statler supports enactment of S. 51, the Cigarette Safety Act.

As you know, this bill calls for the CPSC to develop performance
standards to alleviate the cigarette fire hazards. Should this pro-
posal prove unacceptable, however, then at a minimum, the tragic
loss from cigarette fires suggest the need for a congressionally
mandated study. The American public deserves no less.

This study could review the technical and economic feasibility of
producing fire-safe cigarettes, that is cigarettes with a lower pro-
pensity to ignite furniture and bedding. Such a study would pro-
vide Congress detailed information to make future decisions on
dealing with this fire crisis. A study would insure rigorous public
debate and scrutiny of this pressing public safety concern.
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In closing, quoting from Commissioner Statler, I must say that I
do not understand the tobacco industry’s unwillingness to do every-
thing in its power to reduce the increasing number of cigarette
fires. If one of the industry leaders would take up the challenge
and commit its considerable expertise and resources, I am confi-
dent that fire-safe cigarettes would be on the market shortly. If
just one company would seize the initiative, as a society, old and
young, smoker and nonsmoker, we would be a whole of a lot safer.

Thank you.

Senator HeiNz. Thank you very much, Ms. Wilansky. The state-
ment of Commissioner Statler will be inserted into the record at
this point.

[The statement of Commissioner Statler follows:]

STATEMENT OF COMMISSIONER STUART M. STATLER, U.S. CONSUMER PRODUCT SAFETY
COMMISSION

INTRODUCTION

Thank you for inviting me here this morning to express my personal views about
alleviating the unacceptably high number of fires now ravaging our elderly popula-
tion. As you know, our senior citizens are particularly vulnerable to fires. Many
have a decreased facility—some a total inability—to escape from a fire quickly.
Many don’t recover—or recover all too slowly—from burns and trauma resulting
from fires.

N
THE PROBLEM

The first and most critical step to better protect senior citizens is to reduce the
number of fires afflicting them. The elderly are all too often the victims of clothing
fires. As a group, the percentage of elderly persons involved in clothing fires is
alarmingly high. About 70 percent of all deaths from clothing-ignition fires involve
persons 65 or older. The reasons are complex. Because of failing health, an elderly
person may not fully appreciate or be able to react to fire situations. A match
doesn’t seem like much of a threat. But if dropped onto clothing while lighting a
stove or a cigarette, due to tremors from palsy or other illnesses, the consequences
can be disastrous. Also, elderly persons often wear loose, billowing clothing. This
type of garment can easily catch fire while an individual is cooking and reaches
across a stove to move a pan.

It is not easy to directly assist senior citizens in avoiding these apparel fires.
Changing behavior patterns, or mitigating the effects of chronic illness is exceeding-
ly difficult, if not impossible. But by contrast, the toll to the elderly, and thousands
of other Americans, from another type of fire—cigarette-ignition fires—can be dras-
tically reduced.

Cigarette ignition of furniture and bedding is this country’s leading cause of death
by fire. In 1981 alone, over 2,100 people died and more than 9,500 were seriously
injured in nearly 71,000 fires started by cigarettes. Age-specific data shows that
some 750 persons over 65 were killed and another 930 severely injured by such fires.
Nationwide, the sweeping losses from cigarette-ignition fires tolled several hundred
million dollars. The accompanying long-term emotional damage is simply incalcula-
ble.

These fires start from smoldering cigarettes left on sofas, chairs, sheets, blankets,
and mattresses. A cigarette smolders because of its long burn. Ironically, cigarettes
are not designed to go out when lit but not puffed. They continue to burn, usually
for some 20 to 40 minutes. Meanwhile, the heat generated by a cigarette lying
unseen on a sofa or bed spawns smoldering ignition, dense smoke and toxic gases,
and often flames.

Even without the flames, toxic fumes and overpowering smoke can wreak havoc.
Circulation of these deadly byproducts is aided by heating and cooling systems in
homes and institutions alike. A cigarette smoldering in a lounge chair in the smok-
ing quarters of a nursing home can snuff out residents sleeping upstairs in their
rooms.

It only takes one forgotten cigarette to touch off an inferno. Flames don’t have a
conscience. Fire roars through a home, an apartment, a hotel, a boarding house. It
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may wipe out the careless smoker or, just as likely, innocent nonsmokers—old and
young—who happen to be in its path.

In Portland, Oreg., a 65-year-old man suffered for 10 days before dying from
smoke inhalation complications caused by a fire involving smoking materials; in St.
Paul, Minn,, a 70-year old woman, living alone, died from smoke inhalation follow-
ing a cigarette fire which ignited a bedroom chair; in San Diego, Calif., a 64-year-old
woman, also living alone, died from injuries inflicted by a cigarette fire that started
in a sofa.

All too often, a single fire causes multiple deaths. Consider: )

In Houston, Tex., 12 guests perished and another 75 suffered smoke inhalation
from a fire in a 13-story hotel in March 1982. The fire is believed to have started
from a smoldering cigarette discarded into an overstuffed chair. The accompanying
toxic smoke spread through the hallway and other rooms.

In San Francisco, Calif., a home fire in October 1982 killed three women, injured
two men, and destroyed most of the three-story building. Investigation revealed that
the fire apparently originated from a cigarette smoldering on a sofa.

In McLean, Va,, seven persons (including two children), about to celebrate an up-
coming wedding, died inside a blazing home in May 1980. Only the prospective
groom survived. The fire is believed to have been touched off by a cigarette smolder-
ing in an upholstered chair.

And just 2 weeks ago, in Springfield, Mass., four young girls died while seven
other persons escaped from a duplex consumed by smoke and flames. The blaze ap-
parently started from careless disposal of smoking materials, since the point of
origin was a couch.

The next headline could just as likely—just as tragically— recite a grim tale of
multiple deaths from a fire devastating a nursing home, a retirement community, or
an apartment complex for the elderly.

The cigarette’s long burning time needlessly compounds human suffering. Too
often, cigarette makers add substances to make certain that a cigarette keeps burn-
ing when lit but not smoked. For example, citrates added to the outer paper insure
that it burns continuously and steadily. And nitrates—when added indirectly from
soil fertilizers—also prolong burning.

WHAT THE GPSC CAN DO

The tragic toll of life, limb, and property caused by smoldering cigarettes is not an
abstraction for me. As a CPSC Commissioner, I am charged by law with reducing
unreasonable risks of injury. Yet, the Commission’s hands are tied. The Agency is
barred by statute from regulating the real culprit in these_fires—the cigarette. Con-
gress has said we can try to make the couch or sofa safer, or make the mattress or
bedding safer, but lay off the cigarette. i

And so we are forced to look to back-door methods to try and prevent the inevita-
ble effects of cigarettes which are made to burn for long periods of time, even when
unpuffed. Rather than examining and attempting to correct the ignition source
itself, we are left to focusing our efforts on making each and every possible contact
surface more smolder-resistant. It’s kind of like telling our troops in Vietnam to go
win a war, but not giving them the needed authority and support to do so.

The result is that smokers get their long burn and nonsmokers get burned—liter-
ally and economically. It's a lot more of a burden on everyone in our society, and a
lot more expensive, to make furniture and bedding more resistant to the cigarette
than it is to make the cigarette simply burn less long or less intensely. And in the
end, consumers buying furniture and bedding end up footing the bill so that smok-
ers can enjoy having a cigarette that won’t go out on them.

The Commission oversees longstanding mattress flammability standards which
are mandatory. We also work cooperatively with the upholstered furniture industry
in a commendable voluntary effort on their part to improve the cigarette-resistance
of sofas and chairs. This voluntary program involves manufacturers, distributors,
and retailers through the Upholstered Furniture Action Council (UFAC), in a joint
effort to develop expertise to prevent furniture from igniting when a cigarette is left
to smolder. That industry’s track record has been sufficiently noteworthy that the
CPSC has deferred issuing a mandatory flammability standard. We monitor this
program by conducting independent checks to insure that progress continues apace.

But even if these and related industry efforts were to show 100 percent success
rates—and it's a far cry from that at this point—the net safety gain could be pro-
-spective only. Such progress will at best affect future production by making new up-
holstered furniture more fire-resistant. Or put another way, it will have no effect on
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the tens of millions of stuffed sofas and chairs now in peoples’ homes, many of
which will be there for another 10 to 30 years.

By contrast, changing the makeup or design of cigarettes to reduce the long burn
would impact on all furniture—new and old—to be bought for, and already in
homes and institutions across the country. The development of fire-safe cigarettes
would mean that Americans reap safety benefits now, immediately, and would not
?ave to wait several decades or more until existing furniture is replaced with safer

urniture.

WHAT THE CPSC COULD DO

The proposed Cigarette Safety Act, S. 51, makes clear that it's time for govern-
ment and industry to act. It calls for the CPSC to develop performance standards to
reduce the unreasonable risk of injury from cigarette ignitions. To date, no govern-
mental entity has had clear jurisdiction even to explore whether such standards are
possible. Yet, this bill does not set guns ablazing in developing a mandatory stand-
ard. It affords all affected parties, the tobacco industry among them, a lengthy rule-
making period and ample procedural safeguards for due process and an opportunity
to be heard. And, should a standard be developed, it will be based on objective stud-
ies, including research conducted by an august and respected scientific body, the
National Bureau of Standards.

Should this proposal for whatever reason prove unacceptable, then at a minimum,
the constant toll of pain, death and economic loss from cigarette fires suggests the
need for a congressionally mandated study. Such a study would provide Congress
with detailed information to make future decisions on dea{ing with this fire crisis. It
would insure rigorous public scrutiny and debate. And, by carrying Congress, impri-
matur, the cigarette fire issue would be deservedly earmarked as a pressing public
safety concern.

While reviewing the feasibility of producing fire-safe cigarettes—that is, cigarettes
with a lower propensity to ignite furniture and bedding or which go out within a
few minutes—the study need not aim for zero risk. Rather than focusing on elimi-
nating all cigarette ignitions, research could be directed toward reducing smolding
cigarette fires within the limits of technical and economic practicability. The study
would benefit from the involvement of numerous interested parties, including the
tobacco industry itself. It could analyze the potential costs and benefits to this in-
dustry, and other affected industries, of a fire-safe cigarette. It could assess the
safety and health consequences to individuals and to society from a fire-safe ciga-
rette. Ideally, it could point up possible performance criteria for a fire-safe cigarette.

Who should conduct such a study? I can assure this committee that given ade-
quate resources for the task, the Consumer Product Safety Commission would carry
out Congress mandate in a-thorough, professional and objective manner. But it is
less important that the CPSC gets the congressional nod than it is that a responsi-
ble effort commence—as soon as possible. With a congressionally defined agenda
and a short time frame for a report, such a study would go a long way in definitive-
ly addressing and reducing cigarette-ignition fires.

ACTION NEEDED

Whether the momentum to address these fires takes the form of a standards
effort or a study, it is imperative to start the process as soon as possible. We need to
review differing cigarette configurations which may be fire-safe. Experiments, using
national brands, have shown that just putting less tobacco in a cigarette, thereby
reducing available fuel, can lessen the ignition risk. It may also speed up the burn-
ing rate, thus reducing the time the hot, glowing edge or fire-front of the cigarette
dwells on any vulnerable surface of furniture or bedding. Tests further suggest that
something as simple as a smaller diameter cigarette lessens the potential ignition
risk by cutting back the contact area between cigarette and surface. Smaller diame-
ter cigarettes already tested have been densely packed and apparently used nonpor-
ous paper. These additional factors also seem to reduce ignition risk.

Use of filters may merit analysis too. Tests to date note a momentary intense
period of heat when the fire-front moves toward the butt end of a nonfilter ciga-
rette. During this brief period, the fire-front receives air from both the cigarette’s
front and back ends, and flares. Filters inhibit this. And finally, two other factors
should be studied—removing chemicals from the cigarette paper and adjusting the
composition of the tobacco blend may both reduce the long burn and thus the igni-
tion hazard.

If performance standards are established, the rest will be up to the tobacco indus-
try. Standards, whether voluntary or mandatory, are likely to specify that a ciga-
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rette go out within a few minutes if left unsmoked or otherwise lessen the ignition
hazard. Until now, at various times the industry has claimed that such a cigarette
will be costly, foul-tasting, inconvenient, high in tar and nicotine, or more likely to
produce cancer. This conclusion is difficult to accept from a sophisticated industry
which—despite 1982 sales of $21 billion and advertising outlays around $1 billion—
has spent barely a pittance on the ignition problem, and then only in helping the
furniture industry to make its product more cigarette-resistant.

CONCLUSION

I wonder whether there has ever been a systematic analysis by the tobacco indus-
try of the several brands of today’s cigarettes which inadvertently lessen ignition
risk. If these cigarettes exist virtually by chance, just imagine what wonders might
be wrought if this industry applied its genius to the problem at hand. I can’t believe
that the very same tobacco industry which gave us the marvel of low-tar, low-nico-
tine cigarettes can’t now present us with a cigarette that simply is less likely to
ignite furniture or bedding.

One can speculate that the tobacco industry’s lack of interest is based on econom-
ic concerns. Perhaps it is concerned about possible liability suits which might flow
from acknowledging even some responsibility for working toward a resolution of
this tragic problem. Yet tobacco companies are potentially liable right now if a ciga-
rette causes a fire, and any lessening of risk would reduce the likelihood of suit. Or,
perhaps the industry is anxious about possible lost sales from smokers relighting
used butts should the cigarette be reduced to a short burn. Yet it’s well known that
relit cigarettes tend to lose freshness and taste stale. Neither concern can justify
smugness about the continued awesome toll of injury, death and destruction.

I really can’t understand the industry’s utter failure to do everything in its power
to reduce the increasing number of cigarette fires. Obviously the product liability
laws aren’t working as a deterrent to today’s practice of producing the long-burning
butt. When sued, the tobacco companies aver something to the effect that cigarettes
don't kill, careless smokers do. And all the while the toll mounts. Elderly citizens—
and thousands of other Americans—continue to die or are physically and emotional-
ly scarred by cigarette fires. -

I urge the tobacco industry to end this senseless situation. Let each of the tobacco
leaders—Philip Morris, R. J. Reynolds, Brown & Williamson, American Tobacco Co.,
Lorillard, and the Liggett Group—take up the challenge and assume a leadership
role in developing a fire-safe cigarette. If one of these companies would step forward
and commit its considerable expertise and resources, I am con